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According to a NEW YORK TIMES report (03/09/87), Costa Rican government sources said March
8 that the administration of President Oscar Arias is considering presenting a formal protest to
Washington for violating an explicit prohibition on the secret use of an airstrip by the contras. The
consideration of the protest was prompted by the Tower commission finding that the clandestine
airfield was being used to supply planes for the contras last June despite repeated promises by the
US Ambassador in Costa Rica that it would not be. The Tower report charged that Lt. Col. Oliver
North, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Elliott Abrams and US Ambassador
Lewis Tambs may have threatened San Jose with a cutoff in economic aid if the government
revealed the existence of the airfield. In a March 7 interview, Arias reiterated past denials of such
a threat. Nevertheless, suspicions about the case linger among diplomats. Arias has ordered his
foreign minister to investigate, and promised that if a contra plane has used the airstrip with US
officials' knowledge, the Costa Rican government would issue "the most energetic protest" possible
against the US. In a prepared statement, Arias said the use of the airstrip would constitute "a
flagrant violation of national sovereignty and the repeated promise of the US government to respect
Costa Rican neutrality." In addition on March 8 the Costa Rican government warned contra leaders
who have been granted political exile in Costa Rica that they will be expelled if they engage in
political activities related to the armed conflict in Nicaragua. Speaking in an interview, Arias said
that when he took office last May, he was determined to reassert Costa Rica's traditional neutrality.
When he was informed of the airstrip's existence, he told Ambassador Tambs that he did not want
it used, and that Tambs assured him it would not be. A Costa Rican official said, "First they told
us they needed the airstrip to treat wounded contras. Then they told us they needed it to drop
humanitarian aid to starving guerrillas. Finally they told us if we didn't let them use the airstrip the
contras would lose and we would be inundated with Nicaraguan refugees fleeing from communism.
We said no every time." Although Arias has denied threats from Washington, other Costa Rican
officials say a long delay in releasing $40 million in economic aid last year may have been an attempt
to pressure San Jose to be more flexible on the airport issue as well as permitting contras to engage
in political activities in national territory.
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